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Joan Magee, The Swiss in Ontario.
[Dundurn Press] 1991. Pp. 271.
This is truly a

Windsor, Ontario:

Swiss-Canadian book.

Electa Books

It not only offers a

fact-fi 11 ed survey of the Swiss presence in Canada's vast provi nee
of Ontario, covering some three centuries, but it is a 1so produced
by Swiss

Canadians.

The text is .w ritten

by

"a descendant of

Johannes Etter, a Swiss innkeeper," the study's end page explains;
in 1735 he had left Bern, Switzerland, with about 300 others for
South Carolina. "Etter's son Peter, a Loyalist, travelled to Halifax
in ·1776, founding the Canadian branch of the Etter family."

Also

the book's artwork is done by a Swiss-Canadian, the painter Rudo 1f
Stussi, 1 and the exquisite interspersed poems enriching the text
2
are by Peter Baltensperger. The printing of the work is done by
a

firm whose president is H. Rindlisbacher, a descendant of the
3
Bernese Arnold Rindlisbacher who settled in Canada in 1925.
The
book, furthermore, contains a nuanced foreword by the Consul General

of Switzerland residing in Toronto, and the study is dedicated to
"The

Swiss Abroad

in their ce 1ebrati on of the 700th anniversary

of the Swiss Confederation in 1291."
love,

Although clearly a work of

illustrated by photographs and eight color plates mainly of

immigrants or their descendants, Joan Magee; a reference 1 i brari an
at the University of Windsor and author of four other books relating
to Ontario history, 4 has given the study a professional form.
Magee' s

survey of the Swiss presence in Ontario opens with

a sketch of "The Swiss at Home," stressing their "familiarity with
multicultralism" which, in her view, helps Swiss-Canadians "retain
a strong Swiss identity while easily becoming part of multicultural
Canadian society" (23).

In Chapter Two she touches on the Swiss

military presence by concentrating on Sir Frederick Haldimand (17181791), governor-in-chief of Quebec from 1778 to 1786.
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concentrates on Laurenz Ermatinger {1736-1789) from Schaffhausen,
a fur trader, and on his son Charles Oakes Ermatinger {1776-1883),
also an influential businessman. Magee then features the Swiss
Mennonite and Amish migrations, based on Frank H. Epp's Mennonites
in Canada, 1786-1920 {1974); these Swiss Brethren and Sisters hailed
in part from Pennsylvania _and founded communities on the north shore
of Lake Erie {1792), Niagara (1801), Markham (1801), and Waterloo
{1800).
For the latter congregations Magee sketches the activities
of Benjamin Eby (1785-1853) and Abraham Erb (1772-1830), both
influential Swiss Mennonites.
In Chapter Five the author features
individual Swi.ss in the "Pioneer Settlements, 1786-1870 11 ; among
these were Charlotte Al 1amand Berczy ( 1760-1839) of Lausanne,
Sebastian Freyvogel {1791~1873) of Gelterkinden, . David Bettschen
(born 1723) and Anton ZurbrUgg (1809-1877) from the Frutigtal in
the Bernese Oberland, and Frederick Knell who in 1856 founded the
Ontari6 village Zurich.
Chapter Six, titled 11 A Swiss Colony in Nipissing, 11 the book's
best-researched, concentrates on the activities of Elise von Koerber
(c. 1839-1885), a native of Freiburg im Breisgau, Baden, the widow
of an Austrian military officer. As a "special immigration agent"
for Canada, she worked tirelessly and responsibly in Switzerland,
Austria, Baden, Bavaria, Wurttemberg and Saxony to stimulate
migration. Swiss, whom she assisted, settled especially in the Parry
Sound District and in the envi rans of what became the vi 11 age of
Magnetawan. 5 In Chapter Seven Magee discusses the organized and
officially sanctioned efforts named "the Canada Movement", _and in
Chapter Eight, titled "Swiss Irrunigration Since 1945, 11 she describes
the movement of Swiss farmers who in the 1950' s and 1970 1 s settled
in "the rich farmlands of Huron, Middlesex, Perth, Lambton, Kent,
Oxford and Elg1n Counties" (146). The next two chapters feature
Ontario's Swiss Clubs and some noted Swiss-Canadian artists,
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scho 1ars and archi tee ts.
The text cone 1udes with Chapt'er Ten,
offering the results of a survey questionnaire filled out by 127
Swiss-born people.
Among the answers to the 65 questions the
comments of what they particularly liked or disliked about Canada
are especially revealing. An Appendix contains some statistical
data that show in 1981 11,755 Swiss in Ontario among a total of
29,805 for Canada as a whole.
Magee presents much insight into the multifaceted presence
of Swiss in Ontario. She ably deals with the numerous indivi"duals
who strove to build a foundation in a new country. At times,
however, the material seems to have been selected at random.
Chapter Two, for instance, devoted to the military service, focuses
principally on Governor Haldimand instead of presenting a balanced
overview. Chapter Three describes the careers of Laurenz and Charles
Oakes Ermatinger, yet omits that of the latter's brother Frederick
William (c. 1769-1827).
A few times the book makes untenable
claims. It is not true, for instance, that foreign military service
was 11 the only officially recognized way to emigrate from
Switzerland" in the eighteenth century (35), as the- two edited
volumes by Albert B. Faust · and Gaius M. Brumbaugh, Lists of Swiss
Emigrants in the Eighteenth Century (1920, 1925, 1976) amply show.
The 11 continuous problem of overpopulation" (27) as a cause for
emigration is similarly a questionable proposition: Switzerland
has been and remains a country not only of emigration, but also
of immigration, so that foreign-born living in Switzerland
numerically not only balanced, but often widely surpassed those
Swiss who went abroad.
In sum, although the book is limited as to the exploration
of historical context and interpretive stance, the care and
expertise by which the rich materi a1 is presented make Joan Magee I s
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book a valuable companion to E. H. Bovay's fine study on the Swiss
in Canada.
Leo Schelbert
University of Illinois
at Chicago
Notes
1 On Stussi, born in Zurich in 1948 and now living in Toronto,
seep. 170.
2 On Baltensperger, born in Winterthur in 1938 and now living
in Goderich, Ontario, seep. 182.
3 See · after p. 80, Plate 1, reproduction of a painting by
Peter Rindlisbacher, a grandson of Arnold Rindlisbacher, the
immigrant. He should not be confused with Peter Ri ndi sbacher
(1806-1834), whose family settled in Lord Selkirk's Red River colony
in 1821; he left numerous paintings and sketches and is featured
in H. E. Bovay's work Le Canada et les Suisses, 1604-1974 (Fribourg:
Editions universitaires, 1976), 40-64.
4 Her published works include, all published by Dundurn Press
of Windsor, Ontario: A Dutch Herigage: 200 Years of Dutch Presence
in the Windsor-Detroit Border Region (1984); Loyalist Mosaic (1984);
A Scandinavian Heritage:
200 Years of Scan di navi an Presence in
the Windsor-Detroit Border Region (1985); The Belgians in Ontario
(1987).
5 See the articles by John Wallace Smith, "Swiss Move to
Almaguin, and Musko.ka 1881 Census List of Swiss in Ontario,
Canada," SAHS Review 27, No. 3 {November 1991): 12-25.
11
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